I
n his prime, Warren Goldstein writes, the Rev. William Sloane Coffin Jr. was "physically imposing, athletic, and trim… a tough guy who could drink hard and face anyone down." He was fiercely competitive, used profanity, had extramarital affairs, engaged in political action, courted celebrity. Superficially, then, a bit like Sinclair Lewis's fictional evangelist Elmer Gantry. But Elmer Gantry was corrupt, a rank hypocrite, and William Sloane Coffin was and is far from that. As Goldstein, the chairman of the history department at the University of Hartford, demonstrates in his able and exhaustively researched biography, William Sloane Coffin Jr., Coffin was a passionate advocate for social justice. He tested in the political arena a faith based on the "neo-orthodox Christianity" of Reinhold Niebuhr combined with the Gandhian social gospel of Martin Luther King, Jr.
In his heyday in the 1960s and 70s, Coffin's prominence rivaled that of the abolitionist divines. When Coffin came home, his career choice came down to entering the ministry or enlisting in the Central Intelligence Agency (during the Korean War, he did a cloak-and-dagger stint with the C.I.A. and loved it). He had sought answers in religion after the war, and the tipping point came when he heard Niebuhr speak. The great theologian's teachings mingled tough-minded realism with a tragic sense of life and the sinfulness of humanity. Union Theological Seminary's ministry among the poor pointed him toward Social Gospel Christianity, though his calling would be to afflict the comfortable in academe rather than comforting the afflicted in East Harlem. After divinity school and stints at Andover and Williams College, he was appointed chaplain of Yale, "the only job I really wanted." From his campus bully pulpit, he exhorted the quiescent 1950s students to be part of the passion and action of their times.
The Freedom Rides of the early 60s stirred Coffin's conscience. He heeded King's call to lend Establishment legitimacy to the cause and got himself arrested in Montgomery, Ala. King and the Rev. 
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Ralph Abernathy taught him the necessity of nonviolently confronting the white power structure to leverage change. As he later said, peace is "never the absence of tension but the presence of justice."
In 1965, as Lyndon Johnson marched the nation deeper into the Big Muddy, Coffin decided this was an arrogant, prideful war and helped organize Clergy Concerned About Vietnam. He became a vocal figure in the draft resistance movement and urged civil disobedience. He and four other antiwar activists (including Dr. Benjamin Spock) challenged various provisions of the Selective Service Act. They were tried in 1968, and Coffin, who wanted to fill the prisons with resisters, was found guilty. But his lawyer won him a new trial, and the government dropped the case.
Goldstein covers Coffin's movement career thoroughly but does not really evoke the color and dissonant emotions of those tumultuous times. He calls Coffin, not pejoratively, a "religious celebrity," who used publicity to advance the cause. He also traces in painful detail how Coffin's private relationships suffered as his celebrity grew. His two marriages ended in bitter divorces. Coffin, Goldstein dryly concludes, was "emotionally sustained by his public roles-not his role as a husband, partner or father."
By 1974, Coffin, burned out, his second marriage on the rocks, left Yale for Vermont to write his autobiography. There he met his third wife, a down-toearth woman who admired his work and learned to live with the fallible private man. He re-entered the limelight in 1977, when he was called to the very visible pulpit of Riverside Church in New York City. He led his flock into the red-hot center of the antinuclear movement and further stirred up the sanctified by preaching a sermon for full acceptance of homosexuals. His conservative parishioners, many of them black, were in a state of open rebellion, but Coffin calmed the troubled waters. In July 1987 he became president of SANE/Freeze, moving on after three years to a busy retirement. Now nearing 80, he is slowed by two strokes.
Warren Goldstein has achieved the difficult task of depicting fairly a life stormtossed by religious and political controversy. I wish he had assessed more fully 
